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Abstract 
Engagement in occupational activities facilitates a sense of purpose in life.  However, information about pattern of occupational 
activities and purpose in life amongst community-dwelling and institutionalized older people in Malaysia is scattered and 
inconclusive.  The results of this cross-sectional study indicate that there are significant differences in occupational activities and 
purpose in life.   Older people in the community have a higher level of engagement in occupational activities and purpose in life.  
Engagement in occupational activities should be encouraged to older people in institutions to facilitate a sense of purpose in life 
that subsequently will enhance the quality of life.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
   Occupations or occupational activities defined as daily activities in which people will engage with (AOTA, 
2014).  Occupations and activities are two terms that often used interchangeably and synonymously especially in 
occupational therapy profession.  There are eight categories of occupations as outlined in Occupational Therapy 
Practice Framework (3rd Ed.) (American Occupational Therapy Association - AOTA, 2014); i.e. 1) basic activities 
of daily living (ADL) which are activities that aims to taking care of own body such as bathing, showering, dressing, 
eating, feeding, functional mobility, bowel and bladder management.  2) instrumental activities of daily living 
(IADL) which are activities that support ADL within home and community, such as shopping, meal preparation and 
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cleaning up, communication, community mobility and financial management, care of others, health and home 
maintenance, religious activities and safety maintenance, 3) rest and sleep which include sleep preparation and 
participation, 4) Education activities which includes formal or informal education, 5) Work-related activities. Some 
activities included in work categories are employment interest and pursue, seeking employment, job performance, 
volunteer exploration and participation, 6) Play activity.  Play defined as spontaneous or organized activity that 
provides the positive effect, diversion or enjoyment that includes play exploration and participation, 7) Leisure 
activities.  Leisure activity defined as non-obligatory activity that are internally motivated and engaged during 
discretionary time that includes leisure exploration and participation, 8) Social participation which is a pattern of 
organized behaviour that is expected in given social system such as social participation in community, with family, 
peer and friends (AOTA, 2014)   
Previous studies indicated that older people who live in the community in Malaysia are actively participating in 
physical, cognitive, social and productive occupational activities.  For example, a study conducted in Selangor 
indicates that the leisure and recreational activities such as watching television, playing sports are the most 
occupational activities engaged by the older people in community, followed by cognitive related activities, such as 
reading books, Quran, writing or drawing, social participation activities such as meeting or visiting friends or other 
family members and work-related activities such as cooking, gardening and making crafts (Minhat, Rahmah & 
Khadijah, 2013).  Similarly, study conducted in Australia indicated that older people in community spent their time 
with resting and sleeping (34%), followed by domestic activities (13%), educational activities using computers 
(11%) and their time are filled with enjoyable activities (42% of the day), followed by activities that is consider as 
necessary such as IADL and work-related activities and ADL activities (6%) (Chilvers, Corr, & Singlehurst, 2010). 
However, literature consistently shows that older people, who live in the institution live a sedentary lifestyle, 
seldom engage in occupational activities (Haslam, 2008; Dahlan & Sultan Ibrahim, 2014; Almeida & Rui, 2014).  
They  spent a high proportion of their daily life being inactive, alone or immobile, spent many hours in bed and 
frequently taking a nap during the day (Neikrug & Ancoli-Israel, 2010) and seldom engage in activities (Chuang & 
Abbey, 2009; Cook & Stanley, 2009;  Harmer & Orrell, 2008).  Although they have a positive attitude towards 
physical activities, however, the opportunity to engage in the activity seldom occurs (Almeida & Rui, 2014). 
Besides, activities organized by the institutions are often infrequent, insignificant to the older people, conducted by a 
non-professional, and for ‘passing time’ (Kolanowski & Litaker, 2006).  Social relationship amongst residents in 
institutions is infrequent, non-intimate and a fragile type of relationship (Hauge & Heggen, 2008; Kolanowski & 
Litaker, 2006), whilst social relationship with staff is often formal in manner as a result of the forced routine or the 
daily tasks imposed on the staff (Berglund & Kirkvold, 2007; Wilson & Davies, 2009; Wadensten, 2010; Morgan-
Brown et al., 2011).  Furthermore, due to safety, many older people in institutions are not allowed to go out of the 
institution to actively participate in the community (Li et al., 2010). 
Purpose in life (PIL) defined as an intention or a goal to be fulfilled or achieved (Hedberg, Gustafson, & Brulin, 
2010).    Greater purpose in life is associated with greater life satisfaction (Bronl et al., 2009), shaping the sense of 
happiness (Wnuk, Marcinkowsk, & Fobair, 2012 ), ability to maintain greater functional status and reduce risk of 
developing, coronary heart diseases, cognitive impairment,  impairment of mobility and  daily activities,  (Boyle, 
Buchman & Bennett, 2010; Geda, 2010; Kim. et.al., 2013).   
Furthermore, American Occupational Therapy Association (AOTA, 2014) reported that an engagement in 
occupation is a source of individual’s satisfaction in life. It supported by Kielhofner (2007) and Nilsson (2006) 
which engagement in occupation has potential to influence health and well-being. Previous studies indicated that 
there is positive relationship between engagement in occupations with purpose in life among older people in 
Western countries (Low & Molzahn, 2007; Mozley et al. 2007; Eakman et al. 2010; Bensimon & Gilboa, 2010). 
Lack of engagement in occupational activities and lack of meaningful social relationship can contribute to the 
lack of purpose in life (Hedberg, et al., 2010).  They do not have something to look forward to or to hope for in the 
future and also intention or goals to be fulfilled or achieved in terms of activities or relationship.  Hence, there are 
many older people in institutions stated that ‘… Every day is the same (Chuang & Abbey 2009: p.1644), and they 
felt that the ‘… Time stands still (Cook & Stanley (2009: p. 397).   
Information regarding occupational patterns and purpose in life amongst older people in western countries well 
established. However, information about occupational patterns and purpose in life amongst community-dwelling and 
institutionalized older people in Malaysia is scattered, scarce and inconclusive. Hence, the aim of this study is to 
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identify pattern of occupational activities and purpose in life amongst older people in community and in institutions 
in Malaysia and to identify whether there is any differences in time engage in each occupational activities and PIL 
amongst older people who live in institutions and in the community.   
2. Methods 
2.1. Participants 
A cross-sectional comparative study that employed a convenience sampling strategy conducted to 378 older 
people who live in the community in Peninsular Malaysia and 216 older people who live in four government-funded 
elderly institutions.  The inclusion criteria for the study are; older people aged between 60 years and above, no 
severe auditory impairment, scored above 7 in the Elderly Cognitive Assessment Questionnaire (E-CAQ) and scored 
below 5 on Geriatric Depression Scale (GDS) 
2.2. Instrumentation 
Two research instruments used in this study. 1. Occupational Questionnaire and 2.  Purpose in life scale (PIL).  
Information about duration and types of activity engaged within 24 hour's duration obtained through a modified 
Occupational Questionnaire (Smith, Kielhofner & Watts, 1986).  Participants were asked to describe activities that 
they normally engaged in a day during weekdays and its duration starting from the time they wake up in the morning 
until they go back to bed at night as comprehensive and as detailed as possible.  Purpose in life amongst participants 
in this study was evaluated using Purpose in Life scale (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1969).  The scale consists of 20 
item self-reported Likert-type of questions that measure attitudes and beliefs, and the scores range from 20 to 140.  
The higher the scores indicate higher and stronger PIL.   The scale was used to evaluate the purpose in life amongst 
older people in the community (Bondevik & Skogstad, 2000; Nygren et al., 2005).   
2.3. Ethical considerations 
The study approved by the Research Ethics Committee of Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM). Besides, the 
study was approved by Department of Social Welfare, Malaysia.  All participants were explained regarding the aims 
and objectives of the study, and informed consent obtained and collected from all of the participants. 
2.4. Procedures and statistical analysis 
Raw data obtained from Occupational Questionnaires (Kielhofner, et al 2007) were individually analysed and 
coded into eight occupation categories as outlined in Occupational Therapy Practice Framework: Domain and 
Process 3rd edition (AOTA, 2014). The amount of time spent in each occupational activity within 24 hours 
durations was calculated. The number of minutes computed for each occupation and a total of 1440 minutes (24 
hours) accounted. The total amount of scores in PIL purpose in life was calculated by adding all values in 20 items 
of the scale.  The interpretation of PIL scores of 113 and above showed a definite purpose in life, scores of 92-112 
represent feelings of indecision about purpose in life and low scores of 91 and below indicate a clear lack of purpose 
in life (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1981).      
Descriptive and inferential analysis was carried out using the Predictive Analytics SoftWare (PASW) version 
18. A Man-Whitney test for bivariate analysis was used to determine the differences of the mean time spent in each 
area of occupational activity and PIL amongst the community and institutionalized older people. Throughout the 
analysis, the probability of less than 0.05 indicated a significant effect.  The effect size was calculated using the 
following formula r=z/√n.  Besides, the relationship between time spend in each occupation with PIL conducted 
using the Spearman’s rho correlation coefficient.  
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3.  Results 
3.1. Demographic data 
Table 1. Descriptive analysis of the participants and results of the study. 
n = number of participants, IQR = interquartile range SRP = ‘Sijil Rendah Pelajaran’ (Lower Certificate of Education, SPM = Sijil Pelajaran 
Malaysia (Malaysian Certificate of Education) 
 
Characteristic 
Types of living 
Institutions  
(n = 216) 
Community living  
(n = 378) 
Total  
 
n % n % n % 
Age group       
   60 – 69 years 99 45.80 206 54.50 305 51.35 
   70 – 79 years 84 38.90 134 35.40 218 36.70 
   Above 80 years 33 15.27 38 10.10 71 11.95 
   Median (IQR) 70.00 (64.00-75.75) 68.00 (63.00-74.00)   
Duration of living in institutions (months)       
Median (IQR) 24.00 (12.00-48.00) - 216 36.36 
Gender       
  Male 103 47.70 160 42.30 263 44.28 
  Female       113 52.30 218 57.70 331 55.72 
 Ethnicity       
   Malay 158 71.30 337 89.20 495 83.33 
  Chinese 27 12.50 11 2.9 38 69.39 
  Indian 24 11.1 - - 24 4.40 
  Others  7 3.20 30 7.9 37 6.23 
Marital Status       
   Married 56 25.90 245 64.80 301 50.67 
   Single 60 27.80 4 1.10 64 10.77 
   Widow 100 46.30 129 34.10 229 38.55 
Educational status       
    Never attended school 83 44.90 118 34.60 201 33.83 
    Primary  school 74 40.00 132 38.70 206 34.68 
    SRP 12 6.5 59 17.30 71 11.95 
    SPM 16 8.6 32 9.40 48 8.00 
Have health problem       
   Yes 133 71.8 247 78.4 380 76.00 
   No     52 28.2 68 21.6 120 24.00 
     Total                               
Purpose in Life (PIL)       
  Scores 20-91 78 43.30 27 11.10 105 24.82 
  Scores 92 - 112 59 32.80 94 38.70 153 36.18 
   Scores 113 - 140 43 23.90 122 50.20 165 39.00 
  Median (IQR) PIL 97.00 (82.00-113.00) 113.00 (100.00 – 123.00)   
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The demographic characteristics of the participants are shown in Table 1. The participants in the study consist of 
216 (36.36%) older people who live in institutions and 378 (63.63%) older people who live in the community. The 
median age for older people who live in the institution is 70.00 (64.00–75.75), slightly higher than the median age 
for older people in the community, which is 68.00 (63.00–74.00). The participants in community consist of 160 
(42.30%) male and 218 (57.70%) female, whilst in institutions, there are 103 (47.70%) male and 113 (52.3%) are 
female participants.   Eighty-three percent of the participants are Malay and the participants in this study were 
predominantly females that contributed to 56% (n=331) of the participant's understudy. More than half of the 
participants either did not go to school or studying in primary school, and 76% (n=380) of the participants have 
health related problem.   
Forty-three percent (n=78) of the participants in the institutions scores 20 – 91 in PIL, which indicates a clear 
lack of purpose in life (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1981).  There are 43 (23.90%) participants in institutions who have 
definite purpose in life; i.e. scores 113 to 140 in PIL scale, whilst there are 122 (50.20%) participants who live in the 
community who has definite purpose in life.  The median PIL (IQR) score for older people in institution is 97.00 
(82.00-113.00), which is lower than PIL scores amongst older people in community; i.e. 113.00 (100.00 – 123.00) 
as shown in Table 1.   
All participants either lives in the institution or community engage in all types of occupational activities.  Most of 
the active type of activity, such as IADL, work, play, leisure, social participation and educational activities highly 
engaged by older people in the community.  Rest and sleep are predominantly an activity that highly engaged by 
both of the groups.  However, older people in institutions spend high proportion of their time (64% of their time) in 
either resting or sleeping with median value of 930.00 (751.25-1110.00) and engaging in ADL activities (13% of 
time in a day, median of 180.00 (150.00-240.00), whilst older people in community have much higher and broader 
participation in occupational activity and actively engage in IADL (19.30% of time, with median of 247.50 (165.00-
380.00).  In addition, older people in the community spend a high proportion of their time in work, leisure, and 
social participation activities as shown in Table 2 and Figure 1.   
Inferential analysis indicated that there are significant differences in every occupational activity engaged and PIL 
amongst older people who live in the community and institutions as shown in Figure 1 and Table 2.   For example, a 
Man-Whitney U-test revealed that there are significant differences in time spent in rest and sleep amongst older 
people in community (Md = 600, n = 276) and in institutions (Md = 930, n = 196), U = 7854.50, z = 13.15, p = 0.00, 
r = 0.61.  In addition, there is significant differences in PIL amongst amongst older people in community (Md = 113, 
n = 244) and in institutions (Md = 97, n = 180), U = 1236.00, z = -7.69, p = 0.00, r = 0.37.  Furthermore, there is a 
positive relationship between PIL (as measured by PIL scale) with time spent to engage in occupational activities 
such as IADL, education, work and leisure activities as shown in Table 3.  For example, the relationship between 
PIL (as evaluated by PIL scale) and time spend in ADL (minutes/day) was investigated using Spearman’s rho as 
there is violation of the assumption of normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity.  There was medium strength 
positive correlation between the two variables (r = 0.36, n = 594, p <0.05), with a high level of engagement in IADL 
activities associated with a higher level of PIL.  However, there is a negative relationship between rest and sleep 
with PIL.  Analysis indicated that there is medium strength of negative relationship between sleep two variables (r = 
- 0.39, n = 594, p <0.05), with high level of time spend in rest or sleep are associated with low level of PIL. 
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Fig. 1. Percentage of time in a day for engagement in occupational activities. 
ADL = Activity of Daily Living, IADL = Instrumental Activity of Daily Living, Edu = Educational activity. 
            Table 2. Differences in median score in time spent for each area of occupation, purpose in life and types of living. 
Area of occupations Types of living Median (IQR) n U Z p d 
 
ADL 
 
Institution 
180.00 
(150.00-240.00) 196 16647.50 -7.16 0.00 0.33 
Community 150.00 (120.00-180.00) 276 
 
IADL 
 
Institution 
90.00 
(37.50-180.00) 196 9379.00 -12.12 0.00 0.56 
Community 247.50 (165.00-380.00) 276 
 
Rest & Sleep 
 
Institution 
930.00 
(751.25-1110.00) 196 7854.50 -13.15 0.00 0.61 
Community 600.00 (510.00-720.00) 276 
 
Education 
 
Institution 
35.00 
(60.50-120.50) 196 24287.50 -3.12 0.00 0.14 
Community 75.50 (60.50-180.50) 276 
 
Work 
 
Institution 
30.50 
(60.5-120.5) 196 
20386.00 -6.16 0.00 0.28  
Community 
110.50 
(95.50-370.50) 275 
 
Play 
 
Institution 
25.00 
(35.5-105.50) 196 26832.00 -0.83 0.00 0.04 
Community 60.50 (80.50-120.50) 276 
 
 
Leisure 
 
 
Institution 
 
120.00 
(0.00-240.00) 
 
196   
21340.50 
 
 
-3.92 
 
 
0.00 
 
 
0.18 Community 150.00 (90.00-240.00) 276 
Social participation 
 
Institution 
60.00 
(75.00-110.00) 196 19511.50 -5.51 0.00 0.25 
Community 95.00 (510.00-720.00) 276 
 
Purpose in Life (PIL) 
 
Institution 
97.00 
(82.00-113.00) 180 12367.00 -7.69 0.00 0.37 
Community 113.00 (100.00-123.00) 244 
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ADL = Activity of Daily Living, IADL = Instrumental Activity of Daily Living, n = number of participants, d = effect size, p = significant, U = u value, 
Z = z value, p<0.0  IQR = interquartile range, Differences assessed by Man-Whitney U-test, Effect size             was calculated using formula r=z/√n 
Table 3.  Spearman correlation coefficient between occupational activities with PIL.  
**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed), * Correlation is significant at 0.05 levels (2-tailed), PIL = Purpose in Life,  
ADL = Activity of Daily Living, IADL = Instrumental Activity of Daily Living, r = relationship, p = probability of 0.05  
4. Discussions 
The PIL amongst older people in institutions is lower than older people in the community as in previous study 
(Hedberg, et al., 2010).  Low level of PIL amongst older people in institutions was expected.  Previous study 
indicated that engagement in occupational activities provides insight to future-self, fostering a sense of hope and 
purpose in life (Low & Molzahn, 2007; Mozley et al. 2007; Eakman et al. 2010).  For example, educational 
activities such as Quran recitation, religious educations could lead to the sense of contentment and preparation for 
future life, whilst meeting and socialising with community outside the institutions could lead to making future 
friends and possibility to develop a romantic relationship.  Furthermore, studies have shown that productive 
activities such as doing light housework with gardening related to greater happiness and reduced functional decline 
(Menec, 2003).  However, this study found that there is occupational deprivation in the institutions.  Most of the 
elderly people in institutions spent a high proportion of their time (64% of the time in a day) with resting and 
sleeping.  This situation is well-described with the following quotes as describe in the previous study.  
‘The stereotype image of life in care homes is of residents sitting around the walls of a day-room sleeping or 
quite anxious, waiting for something to happen.  There is little spontaneous conversation or activity of any kind.  
Days are dreary and depressing.  The TV is on and sometimes the radio too, but no one appears to pay much 
attention.’ (Brooker, 2008: p. 525) 
These situations could occur in the institutions under study.  Hence, the participants do not have the opportunity 
to engage in occupational activities as activities conducted prior to relocation to the institutions.  Thus, many of 
them spent most of their time by resting, sleeping and engaging in ADL.  In addition, many older people in 
institutions are confined within the institutions environment, for safety reason, they are often not allowed to go 
outside the institutions unaccompanied or to engage in activities that are similar to activities prior relocation to the 
institutions  such as gardening or cooking.  This barrier will prevent them from participating in or with community 
activities, or enjoying and practicing their skills, unlike older people in the community.  This description of 
deprivation in occupational activities is similar to the previous studies regarding occupational activities in elderly 
institutions (Haslam, 2008; Dahlan & Sultan Ibrahim, 2014; Almeida & Rui, 2014).  Lack of engagement in 
Areas 
(mean/SD) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Total PIL - - 0.42 0.36** -0.39** 0.15** 0.19** -0.02 0.15** 0.08 
ADL - -0.17** -0.73 -0.05 -0.21** 0.09** 0.03 -0.08 
IADL 
  
- -0.59** 0.14** -0.03 -0.07 0.15** 0.08 
Rest and sleep 
   
- -0.26** -0.32** -0.04 -0.48** -0.37** 
Education 
    
- 0.48 -0.04 0.05 0.13** 
Work 
     
- -0.05 -0.15** 0.47 
Play 
      
- 0.45 0.10* 
Leisure 
      
 - 0.40 
Social Part. 
      
  - 
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occupational activities is postulated to lower PIL amongst older people in institutions since the older people do not 
have anything to look for in the future. Often they described the institution is the final place in life (Chang, 2013).  
Some of the older people were relocated to the institution involuntary by family members or Department of 
Social Welfare as a result of functional disability or living in an improvised environment.  Involuntary relocation to 
elderly institution has meant that they are losing everything; they feel devalued, without a future, loss of hopes and 
the sense of purpose in life, loss of familiar surroundings and loss of valuable possessions (Low & Molzahn, 2007) 
which could also affect PIL.   
In contrarily, previous studies indicated that older people, who live at home, have a good social relationship with 
family members, friends and other people in community, having good physical and mental health that facilitates a 
higher PIL.  (Bondevik & Skogstad, 2000; Nygren, et al., 2005; Hedberg, et al., 2010).  Older people who live in 
elderly institutions are experiencing the lack of meaningful social relationship and often in solitude.  Besides, social 
relationship with other residents in institutions also infrequent, non-intimate and a fragile type of relationship 
(Hauge & Heggen, 2008; Kolanowski & Litaker, 2006), whilst social relationship with staff is often formal in 
manner (Wadensten, 2010; Morgan-Brown et al. 2011) which prevent deep and meaning social relationship that 
facilitate  the sense of belonging and affection.  
These issues lead to depression, social isolation, and loneliness. The elevated rate of depression amongst 
institutionalized elderly people been well documented.  The prevalence of depression amongst elderly people who 
live in elderly institutions is higher than elderly people who live in the community.  Many elderly people admitted 
due to depression, and many appear to develop subsequently depression in the institution (Kim et al. 2009; Hedayati 
& Khazaei, 2014).  Depression affects the sense of purpose in life.  The previous study indicated that older people 
who are depressed have low of PIL (Hedberg et al., 2010; Davison et al., 2012; Hedayati & Khazaei, 2014).  
Furthermore, older people are often re located to elderly institutions due to deterioration in health conditions and 
decreased functional abilities.  Deterioration in health status as a result of illness is one of the factors that could 
decrease the sense of purpose in life (Lewis et al., 2006; Hedberg, et al., 2010; Kim, et al., 2013).  
Unlike older people in institutions, older people in the community have family members to talk to, to share 
feelings of happiness, affection and discomfort.  This is allowing a sense of purpose in life in which they have 
something to look forward to in the future.  These opportunities inhibit the sense of loneliness, fulfilled 
psychological needs and facilitate a sense of hope and will eventually facilitate greater purpose in life (Ferrand, 
Martinent, & Durmaz, 2014). 
5. Conclusion and recommendation 
This study indicated that there are occupational deprivation and lack of purpose in life amongst older people in 
institutions. They have a lack of personal autonomy to make own decisions and to be in control with the system thus 
causes lack of opportunity to perform their meaningful occupational activities. However, there are several 
limitations in this study such as the small sample size that is not representing the true population of older people in 
Malaysia and the activity engaged by older people could be different between weekdays and weekend.  
It is recommended that health professionals should encourage participation and engagement in occupational 
activities to facilitate the purpose in life.  Greater purpose in life associated with ability to maintain functional status, 
reduce the risk of developing impairment in daily activities and could prevent disability (Boyle et al., 2010).  
Facilitating higher PIL could facilitate successful aging amongst older people in institutions.  
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